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JL:

My name is Jeanann Leone and the title of side one
of this tape is "Early Homelife in Appalachia."
I'm speaking to Mr. J. c. Kessell, 75, and his
wife Myrtle who is 70 years old. They've been
married fifty years and I'm going to ask them
to share their memories and experiences of their
early homelife. Mrs. Kessel, where were you born?

MK:

Fairplain, West Virginia.

JL:

Fairplain? · And where were you born Mr. Kessel?

JCK:
JL:

JCK:

Given, West Virginia.
I thought we could just talk a little bit about
how it was when you were growing up and the things
you did and the experiences you remember and would
like to share. Were you from a large family?
I was the oldest of nine children.

JL:

Nine children?
family?

How many children were in your

MK:

There was only four in my family and I'm the oldest
of 'em, of the group.

JL:

What kind of work did the women do?
growing up?

MK:

They cooked on a wood stove and washed on the board
in the washtub and when you had a bath on Saturday
night, well you took it in the washtub.

JL:

Did you live on a farm?

MK:

It was in the country but my father owned a general
store, it was a small village.

JL:

Did you do any kind of farming at all though, where
you lived?

MK:

My father owned a farm in connection with his other
work, yes.

When you were
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JCK:

We all had a certain amount of chores to do which
was assigned to us. Each would know what to do,
certain ones to have to carry in the wood, others
was to feed chickens and I milked two cows all
winter long and at the end of the, at spring time
why they got me a sixty nine cent Ingersoll watch.

JL:

That was your reward, huh? Did they give presents
like that to all the children for doing their chores
good all year?

JCK:

JL:

JCK:

They'd reward them in some way and some present of
some kind. Another time when I became in the teenage,
we raised turkeys depending mostly on the turkeys
for money in the fall of the year buying the school
clothes and foxes was very destructive on turkeys.
The turkeys run on a range and we'd follow the turkeys
all day long to keep the foxes away and when they
sold the turkeys in the fall, they, they bought my
brother and I each a saddle for our horses.
What did your mother do? What did the girls do in
your family? Did they do the same kind of things
that your wife's family did?
I was born and raised on a farm, strictly rural
section and we were about equally divided in boys
and girls. The girls didn't do work out on the
farm. Boys didn't do any housework. Although
the women did the milking and would do some work
in the garden but the boys never was required to
do any housework such as washing dishes or washing
clothes or anything like that. Started to work at
an early age in hoeing corn and working in hay
fields and after hay harvest was over, why we had
to clean up the pasture fields, the weeds and sprouts
and the filth from the pasture fields.
In the fall
of the year every farmer had a cane patch which we
made what we call molasses and that was the last of
September. And the school we went to a one room
school which was approximately a mile and one half
away from our home.
It was no road, we went through
paths, through pasture fields and part of the way
through the woods and we crawled through wire fences
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and climbed over rail fences and at times, we had
gates to shut and close as we went to school. School
season was six months long. Start approximately
the first of October and ending the last of March
of each year.
JL:

JCK:

JL:

JCK:

JL:

JCK:

JL:
JCK:

JL:

Do you go to school that way too in the winter,
through fields and everything?
Yes. We went through the winter and when a heavy
snow come up we wouldn't have any broken paths,
we'd have to break our own paths. The older children
would break the paths and then the younger ones
follow through the path that the older ones broke.
What kind of school did you go to? It was a one
room schoolhouse is that what you said?
It was a one room school and all eight grades consisting of eight grades and the average attendence
would be between thirty and forty pupils to each
school.
What kind of things did they teach in the schools
then?
They taught mostly they stayed with the textbooks,
arithmetic, the three R's were stressed, arithmetic,
reading, and writing was the three main subjects
and most of the pupils took great interest in the
arithmetic. Most of the pupils were good ~athematicians
that came from the rural schools then. There was alot
of stress put on the teaching of arithmetic. Penmanship,
they had a period each day which we had teaching of
penmanship. We used the Palmer Method at that time.
What time did you have to be at school?
School was at 9:oo and then we
fifteen minute recess and from
had a lunch hour and then from
minute recess and dismissed at

had about 10:30 a
12:00 until 1:00 we
about 1:30 a fifteen
4:00.

Did the teacher lead you in games at recess or could
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you do pretty much what you wanted to?
recesses?
JCK:

JL:

JCK:

JL:

JCK:

JL:

JCK:
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When you had

We did mostly what we wanted to. We played when the
weather permitted. We played ball and when there
was snow on the ground we played what we would call
a fox and geese hunt. One of the older ones would
make a path through the snow and the younger ones
would follow it.
Were the teachers strict? Did you have a male
teacher or a woman teacher?
We had both male and female but the teachers were
strict and at that time they were permitted to use
the hickory switch. You were lucky if you got
through the school term without getting the hickory
applied.
How did they, since all eight grades were in the
one room, how did the teacher teach on the different
levels, you know, did he give simpler math to the
younger ones and then assign harder ones to the
older ones? How did he go about dividing it up
when there were so many different ages?
The teacher would determine when they thought one
was eligible to advance to another grade and he
might advance during the term to an advanced grade
when he felt that or she felt that you were able
to go into another grade. Why, they would advance
you anytime they felt you were capable of doing
work in another grade.
Was there any high education available or did school
just go to eighth grade and that was all or did they
have schools where you could go on?
No higher education was available anywhere, this
being strictly a rural county and there's no industrial work in the county, the ambition of every
boy and girl was to become a school teacher and whenever
you felt you were able to pass the state examination,
at any age and if you could pass the math examination,
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the state would issue you a certificate. There was
three grades of certificates, first, second, and
third grades and then we would go to the industrial
counties and apply for a school and get a school
which was a stepping stone to getting away from
home and entering into other activities, businesses
and occupations.
JL:

What was your school like where you went?

MK:

It was a one room school. About the same as his.
No, we didn't go to the same school but it was of
the same nature.

JL:

Eight grades in one room?

MK:

Eight grades in one room and they was a grown boys
and then there'd be others just girls and others
just starting school, but we learned alot, the
younger from the older from listening to 'em recite,
especially in spelling and things like that. Most
everybody become a good speller because you would
hear the advanced classes and you would learn to
spell alot from just hearing.

JL:

Did they have alot of spelling bees and things in
class?

MK:

Every Friday afternoon we'd choose up and have a
spelling match all the whole school and it was a
great thrill if one of the younger students could
turn down what we call outspell some of the older
students. Sometimes we was rewarded with a pencil
or a tablet or something of that nature.

JL:

Did you have a male teacher?

MK:

Different.
I had both, different, some years it'd
be a male, sometimes it'd be a female.

JL:

Were your teachers strict?

MK:

They were all strict.
strict.

I don't remember any that wasn't

Mr.

&

Mrs. J.

c.

Kessell

JL:

What did you usually.get in trouble for when you
were going to school?

MK:

Usually fighting.

JL:

What did students fight about?

MK:

About the same things they do today.

JL:

What time did you have to go to school?

MK:

About the same time, 9:00-4:00. I crossed a foot
bridge, swinging foot bridge and then around a
creek I didn't have as far to go to school as he
did but it was harder getting there.

JL:

What kind of games did you play when you were going?
Did you have to amuse yourselves mainly or did you
have toys that you bought? What did you do? Let's
start with you Mrs. Kessler~.

MK:

Well most of the time it was hide and seek or we'd
choose up in school and play baseball and we girls
would build playhouses and have moss for carpet,
bring broken dishes and things from home.

JL:

Did the brothers and sisters play together?
the girls usually play by themselves?

MK:

The girls usually played together by themselves and
the boys as a rule but there was some games like
ball games that we all participated in.

JL:

What did your family do? What did you do when you
were young for entertainment?

MK:

We didn't have too much entertainment at home, we
all had to work. Of course one of the things we
looked forward to was in the wintertime was ice
skating. There was one thing that most boys wanted
to get for Christmas from Santa Claus was a pair of
ice skates. The creeks would freeze over and stay
frozen for several days at a time and we would
gather at night and ice skate and build a bonfire

Or did
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JL:

JCK:

JL:

JCK:

JL:
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It was quite a good

Were there dances held at this time or anything like
that?
No regular dances. There were occasionally square
dances but no round dancing at that time in the
community where I was raised.
I just wondered if there was anything the community
got together. Any kind of activities?
The community, the activities of the community mostly
was built around the churches and some places the
schools but mostly in the community that I was raised
in, it was around the church. The church that I
attended was a Southern Methodist Church. We had
Sunday school six months out of the year from the
first of April and ending the last of September
during the winter months when the weather was bad
the Sunday school was discontinued. Usually they
would have a Christmas party at the church and the
churches would have also the schools would have pie
suppers, ice cream socials during the year which
was activity along that line.
The church was an important thing back then, right?

JCK:

Yes, the church and most everybody in the community
attended the church.
All were not members but all
attended church and the church services were well
attended in the church I went to. The Sunday school
would average around about 100 people every Sunday.
The church was an important part in the life of the
rural people at that time.

JL:

Was there a regular church service along with Sunday
school or was that the church service, the Sunday
school that you talked about? You know today you
have Sunday school and a church service or did you
just have one?

JCK:

Well we had the church that was on a circuit which
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at that time a minister would have a number of
churches and he would possibly only preach at
our church one Sunday out of the month and then
the rest of the time they had the regular Sunday
school and about one Sunday out of the month the
preacher would come and deliver the sermon.
JL:
JCK:

JL:

JCK:

Who would lead the Sunday school classes?
Different people in the community. We had a number
of people who were good bible students and active in
teaching the bible. My grandfather was a leader in
the community and he was mostly Sunday school superintendent and the older folks would act as teachers.
When the circuit rider would come, where did he
usually stay while he was there, with one of the
families?
He would stay with members of the congregation, he
would go from different ones and the community would
usually determine and ask to make arrangements of
who was going to ask him home with him for lunch and
most of the time he traveled at that time on horseback.
He rode a horse from church to church and they would
spend usually the night with some members of the church.

JL:

Was this about the same where you lived Mrs. Kessel?

MK:

Yes, that was the same procedure.

JL:

Did you go to a Methodist Church?

MK:

I went to a EUB, the same as we have over here.

JL:

Did you have a regular minister?

MK:

Yes, but he was a circuit rider just the same only
preached once a month.

JL:

What did boys and girls do on a date when you all
were growing up?

JCK:

When we were growing up the only mode of transportation
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is horseback riding. Every boy when he became a
teenager his desire was to get a horse. If he had
a good horse he would be able to attract the girls
and the girls would ride behind him on the horse
and we would go for miles to different churches,
different communities, different schools activities,
horseback riding. Of course we had parties at homes
and sometimes we'd have square dancing and one of the
favorite square dances was the Virginia Reel. Some
of the games we played was post office.
JL:
JCK:

JL:

JCK:

Played post office, huh?
Yes, but we on our dates it was very seldom we'd
have a dance except once a week either on Saturday
night or Sunday. It was very seldom oftener at
that time. Sometimes if you lived close to where
the girl lived, you might go on Wednesday night.
Were the parents strict about where you went and
what time you were in?
Oh, my parents were not strict where we went and
they weren't question ya about being out late at
night but we were usually home at night by 11:00,
very seldom later that 11:00.

JL:

What did you do on dates where you lived Mrs. Kessel?

MK:

Well on Sunday evening we looked forward to some of
the boys riding in on a horse and us gettin on behind
'em and going to the church and maybe it'd be three
or four miles from there. We weren't too much interested
in the church, course we were more interested in the
date, but that was our only mode of getting together.

JL:

Were your parents strict about when you had to be in?

MK:

They were pretty strict me havin been the oldest of
the group, they were more strict on me than they were
on some of the rest of the family that came up. It
was pretty well known that you should be in at 10:00.
They made that pretty emphatic.

Mr.

JL:

JCK:
MK:
JCK:

How did you two meet?
start first?
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Would one of you like to

That I couldn't tell you for sure.
I could!
The communities we were in were only about three
miles apart.
I visited in this community quite
often as a young boy and when we met or how we
met I don't know.

MK:

We met at church on a Sunday night, Mt. Olive Church
and nhis church that we went to the men sit on one
side of the church and women on the other.
I went
with a girl friend to church, she punched me in the
middle of the session and she said, "Curtis Kessel
is going to ask to take you home tonight." And I
said, you know what I said, I said I'd marry him if
he asked me. So sure enough he did and I suppose
I wasn't more than fifteen years old but it was a
long time before we had much communication.

JL:

Did you know him before this?

MK:

Yes, he had a cousin that lived right close and he'd
come there to stay all night and we'd met and I had
been even to his school and we really for quite a
while had known each other.

JL:

How long did people usually date before they got
married, did they go together a long time before
they got married?

MK:

It was usually considered a year or more as a rule.

JCK:

Yes, at that time short courtships were frowned upon.

JL:

Were the parents strict about where you went and what
time you were in?

JCK:

They considered that a person should have a courtship
of a year or more.
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JL:

At about what age did young people get married at
this time?

MK:

I was nineteen.

JL:

You were nineteen? Was it usually around this age
when people got married?

MK:

In the late teens, the girls were usually in the
teens and the boys were usually in the twenties.
At least twenty one.

JCK:

But at that time it was considered that a boy should
have income sufficient to maintain a family and keep
a home before he got married, before he considered
getting married.

JL:

So after you were married it was a common thing to
move away into your own house. Did you stay close
to the area like close to the parents or did you and
most of the people who built their own homes go far
away from home or did they stay close?

JCK:

At the time we were married, we moved immediately to
Boone County. I was working, I had a good job with
a lumber company in a lumber camp. We moved to a
four room Jenny Lind House which was built by the
lumber company and lived there for three years.

JL:

Well is there anything else you'd like to talk about
that you remember?

MK:

He might tell you some of his experiences teaching
school in that time that might be interesting to you.

JCK:

JL:
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I taught first school in 1917-18. I was age 19. I
had four girls that was my age in the eighth grade.
The others were younger. The second term of school
I taught was in 1918-19 and at that time, it was
close to my home and I boarded at home that year
and I had four boys of my age but the girls gave
me more trouble than the boys did being of the same age.
Did the girls get the same kind of punishment the boys
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did if they acted up in school?
JCK:

JL:

JCK:

No, they didn't use the punishment as severe on girls
as they did the boys. The boys they used the hickory
switch quite a bit but the girls were punished by
keeping 'em in during noon hour or during the recess
period or sometimes after school hours.
Well that's about all the time we have.
I might ask
you were the weddings big back then when you got
married? was it a big occasion or did you have little
small weddings or did like the whole community come
to them?
Most of the weddings were small occasions and performed
mostly at either the bride or the groom's home. We
were married at my wife's home with only four or five
members of the family present.

MK:

But the belling, they had a serenade afterwards as
the usual thing and the community turned out then
and your better have some treat for them or they'd
do alot of ringing bells and pounding on.

JL:

Give you a hazing, huh? Okay, one last question,
what do you think's better, life the way things used
to be or the way you have it today?

JCK:

I think of course we have much morerrodern convenience
but I believe at that time people were happy and more .
contented with what they had than what maybe of today
because I feel today, maybe we have too much and we
don't appreciate and not thankful for enough of what
we do have of today.

JL:

Do you feel the same way Mrs. Kessel?

MK:

I feel the same way about it. We didn't know any
different and we were happy with what we had.

JL:

Well thank you alot for all your information.
has been very interesting.

It

